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Undergraduates Arguing a Case 
SUSHEELA A. VARGHESE 
SUNITA A. ABRAHAM 
National University of Singapore 
This essay describes an instructional study in which students were trained in 
two key aspects of argumentation, namely, the structural and interpersonal 
components. The structural aspects were taught and measured in terms of 
Toulmin’s (1958) framework of argument analysis (i.e., the quality of 
claims, grounds and warrants used). The interpersonal aspects in turn were 
measured in terms of the creation of a clear persona, audience adaptiveness 
(the appropriate use of rational and emotional appeals), and stance towards 
the unique discourse of argumentation. Students performed a pre-instruction 
writing task, underwent eight weeks of explicit instruction in argumentation, 
then performed the task again. Findings contrasting pre-and post-test results 
reveal statistically significant improvement in students’ abilities to formulate 
claims, to offer specific and developed grounds, and to use more reliable 
warrants. Students also showed improvement in the interpersonal aspects of 
argument, building better writer credibility, developing fuller rational and 
emotional appeals, and conveying both sides of an argument in order to 
resolve the problem at hand. 
Ongoing assessments of writing, conducted nationally and internationally, docu- 
ment the considerable difficulty students have in arguing to advocate their view- 
point on a complex issue. In international assessments contrasting written 
composition in fourteen countries, students demonstrated varying but unexem- 
plary skills in writing to persuade (Connor, Gorman, & Vahapassi, 1987). Like- 
wise, in the United States, results from the National Assessment on Educational 
Progress indicated improvement, but nevertheless, still registered low levels of 
achievement in high school students writing persuasively (Applebee, Langer, & 
Mullis, 1986). In Britain, too, reports emerging from the Assessment of Perfor- 
mance Unit show only average levels of performance in writing argument (Gor- 
man et al., 1988). These and other performance appraisals amply document 
students’ limited skills in writing argument throughout their pre-tertiary experi- 
ence in different educational milieus. 
In Singapore, investigations into the English Language curriculum show that 
right through Secondary 4 (10th grade) and the Singapore-Cambridge GCE “0” 
Level examination (administered at the end of Secondary 4), Singaporean stu- 
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dents have little instruction on argumentation (Varghese, 1994). The written 
genres that tend to predominate are the narrative and the expository, and argument 
only enters the curriculum indirectly in the pre-university years (Grades 11 and 
12) in General Paper instruction. The General Paper examination taken at the end 
of 12th grade demands reading comprehension, summarization and composition 
on topics of general knowledge, some of which are argumentative. Any instruc- 
tion on argumentation, however, remains the choice of individual teachers and 
English departments. 
At the tertiary level, however, the need to read and write arguments burgeons. 
Like university undergraduates elsewhere, Singaporean undergraduates are asked 
to read and write arguments in the linguistically complex, issue-driven texts found 
in most academic disciplines. At this juncture, it may be worth reminding our- 
selves of the cross-cultural differences associated with any mode of writing, 
including argumentative writing. For a detailed discussion of some of the differ- 
ences between Aristotelian and Confucian modes of argumentation and the peda- 
gogical implications thereof, we refer readers to Chen (1996). Similarly, others 
like Abraham (1993) and Teruo (1996) have argued the need to make all students 
(not just EFL or ESL students) more aware of the cultural aspect of writing (e.g., 
the preferred rhetorical structures, audience-adaptiveness strategies and modes of 
reasoning associated with different cultures and contexts) so that all students pos- 
sess a repertoire of skills to draw upon as they make informed choices about 
which strategies/structures/modes to use when writing for different audiences. 
Given that much academic argumentation today still favors Aristotelian rhetoric 
as its preferred mode of inquiry and persuasion, it is only sensible that students in 
Singapore are taught to successfully deploy this form of discourse so that they are 
not marginalized from the intellectual conversations taking place around them. As 
readers of arguments, students need to learn how to successfully juggle the abstract 
propositions by which writers express, evaluate and respond to controversy. As 
writers, they must similarly express their own cognitive reactions using contextu- 
ally appropriate forms and strategies. Disappointingly however, most academic 
disciplines still do not teach students this genre, with the result that undergraduates 
struggle with both the discourse and process of argumentation. Increasingly, there- 
fore, the need for undergraduate writing instruction enabling students to master 
skills in argumentation is being recognized. To date, however, there are few studies 
which demonstrate the effects of explicit instruction in argumentation. 
DEFINING ARGUMENT: STRUCTURE AND PURPOSE 
Definitions of the term argument in writing research have tended to focus either 
on the structure or the purpose of arguments. Both are pivotal to the present 
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instructional study. Among those who focus on the structure of argument are 
Martin and Rothery (1986) who actually use the term argument in referring to 
other genres such as exposition. They describe the structure of exposition as 
including a thesis, followed by a number of arguments and a conclusion. Like- 
wise, Pringle and Freedman (1985) define argument as “writing organised 
around a clear thesis...which is substantiated logically and through illustration” 
(p. 26), a definition which might be applied equally to exposition. Acknowledg- 
ing more explicitly the essential role of a writer’s viewpoint in argument, Bere- 
iter and Scardamalia (1982) have labelled this genre of writing the “opinion 
essay”, a position maintained by Crowhurst (1988) who defines argument as 
“that kind of writing which takes a point of view and supports it with either emo- 
tional appeals or logical arguments” (p. 3). 
This study explicitly uses some of the theoretical insights about argument 
structure by drawing on the Toulmin (1958) analysis of argument structure for its 
instructional terminology, evaluating propositions offered by writers as claims, 
the supporting evidence analysed as data, and the underlying assumptions as war- 
rants. Work by Connor and her colleagues (Connor, 1990; Connor & Lauer, 
1985) incorporating Tirkonnen-Condit’s (1985, 1986) research on the problem- 
solution structure in argument also influenced the scoring schemes used in this 
study. In short, our understanding of argument structure enabled us to identify the 
substance of arguments which we both taught and measured, namely claims, 
grounds and warrants. 
As mentioned above, this study also draws upon insights from empirical 
research focusing on the purpose of argument. Attempts to clarify the purpose of 
arguments in these studies, however, have been complicated by argument’s simi- 
larities to persuasion. In fact, much of the considerable empirical research to date 
uses the terms persuasion and argument interchangeably (Connor & Lauer, 
1985). Kinneavy (1971) notes that persuasion is “that kind of discourse which is 
primarily focused on the reader and attempts to elicit from him [sic] a specific 
action or emotion or conviction” (p. 211). This attempt to persuade the reader to 
action is exemplified in the tasks used in Clark and Delia’s (1976) study in which 
children persuaded either parents or strangers to agree to perform particular 
actions (agreeing to a present or overnight party and keeping a lost dog). 
Like Kinneavy, others have viewed argument as a subset of persuasion (Con- 
nor, 1990). One such view, expressed in Secor (1983) specifies the goal of argu- 
ment, claiming that “argument is the only means of persuasion which attempts to 
gain adherence to a position, to convince, not just bring about action” (p. 68). 
Seen in this light, argument is discourse enacted to produce shifts in beliefs, 
effected through logical or emotional appeals. 
Our past experience teaching argument has revealed that for students to effec- 
tively enact the purpose of argument, they must recognize a simple truth that Con- 
nor argues lucidly: 
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To answer a reader’s presumed question, “why are you saying this?’ a logically con- 
vincing argumentative structure may not be sufficient. The writer also needs to rec- 
ognize and adapt to the reader’s perspective by dealing implicitly or explicitly with 
possible counter-arguments, and by taking the target’s perspective in articulating the 
advantages of the solution. (Connor, 1990, p. 76) 
In light of the above comment, the work of Toulmin, Rieke, and Janik (1979) 
proved doubly useful in this instructional study by providing tools for students to 
evaluate the persuasiveness of texts that they both read and wrote. As readers, stu- 
dents evaluated how writers adapted to their audience’s needs by anticipating and 
rebutting counter-arguments in their text. Conversely, as writers, students knew 
they would have to anticipate and address readers’ objections to their standpoint 
by producing thought-provoking counter-arguments to readers’ rebuttals. Clarify- 
ing the role of purpose in argument thus revealed the interpersonal goal of con- 
vincing others to a viewpoint, a factor considered in both the instruction and 
design of study. 
The resulting question that this study hinges on, then, is this: What concrete 
changes in argument skills do students display after having received explicit 
instruction in the Toulmin analysis of argument as a means of refining their argu- 
mentation skills? The next section of the paper describes the purpose and design of 
this study, followed by details of data collection/selection and scoring of data. Find- 
ings are then reported from pre- and post-test essays. The paper concludes with rec- 
ommendations for improving the research on and teaching of argumentation. 
PURPOSE OF STUDY 
This study was undertaken to evaluate the argumentation skills achieved by sec- 
ond-year undergraduates after taking an Academic Reading and Writing module at 
the National University of Singapore. In keeping with the focus of prior definitions 
of argument on both the substance and goal of argument, both the structure and pur- 
pose of argument were developed into hypotheses for this study as follows: 
Hl: Students will use the various components ofargument (namely, 
claim, data and warrant) with greater specificity in the post-test. Spe- 
cifically, they will produce more explicit claims, more specific and 
developed grounds, and more reliable warrants in the post-test than 
in the pre-test. 
H2: Students will reflect a higher degree of competence in the inter- 
personal aspects of argumentation, namely, the representation of self 
(persona), audience adaptiveness (use of rational and emotional 
appeals), and stance towards argumentative discourse (the ability to 
convey more than one side of an argument) in the post-test. 
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The first hypothesis thus focuses on the components of argument structure, using 
three measures (quality of claim, quality of grounds, and quality of warrants) to 
assess improvement in this area. The second hypothesis in turn predicts that sub- 
jects will improve at the interpersonal level of argument, and uses the measures 
of persona (representation of self), audience adaptiveness (rational and emotional 
appeals), and stance towards discourse to evaluate growth. 
METHOD 
Research Design 
As mentioned above, this study was designed to determine the effectiveness of 
instruction in argument by course participants within the Academic Reading and 
Writing module offered at the National University of Singapore. The ideal exper- 
imental design would have been to divide all subjects into an instructional condi- 
tion (those who received training in argument) and a control condition consisting 
of those within the course not receiving specific training on argument. It was not, 
however, pedagogically viable to deprive any of the students in the course of pre- 
ferred modes of instruction, since administrative regulations at the University 
require parity of instruction for all students registered within the module. Altema- 
tively, a control group could have been obtained by drawing upon second-year 
undergraduates taking a module in reading/writing which did not offer explicit 
training in argumentation. Unfortunately, however, all the other course options 
offered in the same semester were courses on the structure of the English language 
(phonetics and phonological analysis, syntactic analysis, semantic analysis). So, 
while the lack of a control group was recognized as a limitation of the current study, 
the authors nevertheless felt that the possible benefit of quantifying progress in 
argumentation was pressing enough to proceed with the study in its current form. 
A pre-test was administered to gauge baseline skills in argumentation in Week 
1 of the twelve-week module. Students were subsequently given eight weeks of 
instruction about argumentation. All students participated in the instructional con- 
dition (thus meeting curricular requirements set by administration). A post-test 
was administered in Week 10 of the twelve-week semester to assess the develop- 
ment of students’ skills in argumentation. 
Profile of Subjects 
The subjects in this study comprise 30 randomly selected students from the 
Academic Reading and Writing module. All 30 subjects were second-year under- 
graduates, with a major in English Language. Of the 30 subjects, 17 were female, 
aged 2 1, and 13 were male, aged 23. (It is customary for Singaporean male under- 
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graduates to be two years older than their female counterparts since all males cus- 
tomarily complete 2% years of national service before commencing their tertiary 
education.) 
All 30 subjects could also be more accurately described as “English-knowing 
bilingual? (Pakir, 1995) rather than EFL or ESL students since the medium of 
instruction in all schools and colleges in Singapore is English. (The educational 
language policy also requires all students to pass a second language, usually their 
mother tongue, at all levels.) All 30 subjects in this study thus have at least 13 
years of English-medium schooling. Moreover, as English-language majors, these 
subjects are considered high-proficiency as all 30 obtained A’s and B’s on their 
Singapore-Cambridge ‘A’ Level General Paper examinations as part of the entry 
requirement into the Department of English Language & Literature. 
The data analysed in this study thus comprise the 30 pre-test and 30 post-test 
scripts, written by these 30 randomly selected subjects. 
Instructional Content 
The instructional content of the Academic Reading and Writing module drew 
upon Toulmin’s (1958) well-established fundamentals in argumentation, namely 
the presence of claim, evidence and warrant for its working terminology. For 
those unfamiliar with Toulmin’s terminology, the claim is the statement or prop- 
osition that the arguer wants the audience to accept and/or act upon. The grounds 
comprise the facts, examples, data, etc. offered in support of a claim, and the war- 
rant is the (often unstated) assumption which justifies using the grounds offered 
as a basis for the claim being argued. 
For example, a simple claim might be: “Janice is a good student.” A writer 
could then substantiate this assertion with instances of Janice completing her 
assignments in a timely fashion, clarifying doubts with classmates or a teacher, 
demonstrating an ability to research interesting topics independently and so forth. 
For such an argument to be accepted by the reader, the writer and reader must 
share basic assumptions or warrants that these various behaviors constitute char- 
acteristics of a good student. 
Once students were familiar with this basic terminology, they were taught to 
evaluate the soundness of the arguments they read. Toulmin, Rieke, and Janik 
(1979) suggest that readers begin evaluating an argument by establishing the pres- 
ence and quality of argument components. They rightly suggest that readers 
quickly lose faith in an argument if, for example, the claim is ambiguous or evi- 
dence is missing. In reading both good and bad examples of arguments, students 
recognized the presence or absence of the various argument components and then 
reached their own decisions, in discussion or in writing, about the effectiveness of 
various arguments. They then proceeded to write their own arguments. In doing 
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so, they were specifically advised not to write to the formula of claim, data and 
warrant, since the result would be stilted prose that might not achieve its persua- 
sive aim. Rather, they were counseled to apply Toulmin’s terminology to evaluate 
their arguments. 
In short, then, in the eight weeks of instruction, students were taught the Toul- 
min model of argument structure as a means by which they could evaluate argu- 
ments that they read as well as arguments which they wrote. Instruction about the 
interpersonal aspects of argument, however, was a little more piecemeal in that 
students were not provided with a schema akin to the Toulmin model. Rather, stu- 
dents learned about the need to consider the audience’s motivation and emotional 
response to an argument in relation to comments made by the instructor about 
texts read and written by students. 
In all, students read and orally critiqued an average of three to four short argu- 
ments per week over the eight weeks of instruction. Their writing load in turn 
comprised a mixture of shorter (500-word) and longer (lOOO-word) arguments, 
written and re-drafted in fortnightly cycles. Students also did some writing under 
timed conditions as rehearsal for the two-hour long end-of-semester examination. 
Designing the Argumentative Task 
The design of the argumentative task used in this study reflects Allaei and Con- 
nor’s (1991) recommendations for the design of petiormative assessment instru- 
ments. They recommend that teachers first identify the text-production skills to be 
measured in order to present students with a clearly defined writing task that has 
been designed to elicit a particular type of writing, such as classification, descrip- 
tion, or in this case, argumentation. The teacher or researcher then evaluates the 
criteria that constitute successful writing in the assigned genre and develops 
detailed scoring rubrics to evaluate the writing according to how well it has met 
the demands of that particular rhetorical situation (Allaei & Connor, 1991, p. 
227). In short, the rubrics are tailor-made to reflect the particular content and rhe- 
torical demands of the assigned task. 
On the basis of prior experience in teaching and evaluating argumentation, the 
authors identified two key aspects of argumentation-the structure of argument as 
clarified in Toulmin (1958) and the interpersonal aspects of argument-for 
instruction and assessment. They then designed an argumentative task which 
would elicit the sub-skills associated with the two key aspects of argumentation 
above. For structure of argument, these were the formulation of explicit claims, 
the use of specific and adequately developed grounds, and more reliable warrants. 
For the interpersonal aspects of argumentation, in turn, the sub-skills identified 
were the representation of self (persona), audience adaptiveness (appropriate use 
of rational and emotional appeals), and stance towards argumentative discourse 
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(the ability to convey more than one side of an argument). The task consisted of a 
short writing prompt, taken from The Straits Times, Singapore’s largest-circulat- 
ing English daily, which students were asked to respond to: 
BG Yeo on getting female grads to marry sooner 
For women now in university and who plan to get married, I think we should encour- 
age them to settle down earlier and have children earlier. You know all those sum 
goo lok pors (matchmakers of old) should come along and matchmake you and get 
you to get married and so on. I think we should bring them back. 
The task instructions were as follows: 
Write a “letter to the editor” response to BG Yeo’s suggestion about reintroducing 
matchmakers. You may argue FOR or AGAINST his position, but your text should 
not exceed one page (two sides of one sheet of paper). 
The selection of topic was based on two main criteria: authenticity and famil- 
iarity. Since the quote from Brigadier-General Yeo (speaking in his capacity of 
Minister of Information and the Arts) was directed at university undergraduates, 
and offered a rather controversial solution to the problem of declining graduate 
marriages (bring back the matchmakers of old), we felt it represented an authentic 
invitation to our students to respond on the subject. Secondly, we felt that students 
would have enough background knowledge to argue intelligently about the topic, 
given the considerable government publicity on issues of marriage and procre- 
ation in Singapore over the last two decades. Students would thus be familiar with 
government initiatives such as significant tax incentives for graduate mothers 
having their first and subsequent children before 30. 
Students were given 45 minutes (the duration of the class period) in which to 
write their essays. While a longer writing time would have been desirable, it is 
worth highlighting that tertiary students in Singapore are required regularly to 
produce a three to four page essay in just 45 minutes during University examina- 
tions, and that the present task called for a much shorter text, viz. a one-page 
response. 
The post-tests were written on the same topic with the same time limit to con- 
trol for topic and time effects respectively. Students did not have access to pre-test 
essays and had not seen them in 10 weeks. Most students reported that they were 
surprised when asked to do the post-test task, since they had not given the pre-test 
or the topic it dealt with any further thought during the intervening ten-week 
period. Many also said that they could not remember what they had written in the 
pre-test essay. However, the researchers’ observation is that most students did use 
arguments similar to those they had raised in their pre-test scripts. Such tenden- 
cies have been reported elsewhere, such as in Clark and Delia (1976) where stu- 
dents used similar persuasive strategies across tasks and audiences. 
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Scoring Procedure 
Ten scripts (not included in the final sample) were used as a pre-coding sample 
to establish criteria for scoring. Both authors then rated the 60 texts randomly 
selected for this study. All data were coded blind. Inter-rater reliabilities were .91 
for the task as a whole, ranging from a low of .87 for the rational and emotional 
appeals measures to .95 for the measures of persona and stance. 
Various researchers have validated scoring schemes for analyzing the elements 
of an argument which the present study has adapted for analyzing the findings rel- 
evant to the first hypothesis. As Connor (1990) has noted, a reasonable argument 
structure consists of situation, problem, solution and evaluation. Since the stu- 
dents were given a two-side length limit, it was anticipated that a full-blown 
superstructure would be unlikely. However, given the nature of the issue (the 
problem of declining marriage and birth rates with the proposed solution of intro- 
ducing matchmakers) the scoring anticipated that well-developed claims and 
grounds would address both the problem and proposed solution. 
In essence, the basic problem-solution scheme was modified to reflect what 
could reasonably be expected in this particular writing task, namely arguing for or 
against the reintroduction of matchmakers. It was felt that if students agreed with 
BG Yeo’s solution, they would offer grounds in support of this solution (explain- 
ing why it would work), whereas if they were against his solution, they would 
explain why it would not work and offer alternative solutions. 
For the qudity of claim category, therefore, the following scoring system 
(adapted from Connor, 1990) was used. See Table 1. 
In view of the specific task instructions to argue for or against BG Yeo’s sug- 
gestion about reintroducing matchmakers, essays which consisted of ill-devel- 
oped thoughts, with no clear stand received a score of 1. A typical response in 
such an essay took the following form, “I’m writing in response to BG Yea.” Such 
a rudimentary response, most often found in the pre-test essays, failed to develop 
an explicit claim either at the beginning or the end of the essay. Paragraphs con- 
sisted of a mish-mash of ideas about marriage, procreation and the needs of work- 
ing women, and failed to achieve any internal coherence. A score of 2 was given 
TABLE 1 
Quality of Claim 
1 No explicit claim stated and/or no consistent point of view. May have one subclaim. 
2 Explicitly stated claim. Somewhat consistent point of view. Relevant to the task. Has two or more 
subclaims which are developed. No solution. 
3 Specific, explicitly-stated claim with consistent point of view. Several well-developed subclaims, 
explicitly tied to the major claim. Feasible solution. 
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TABLE 2 
Quality of Grounds 
I Data of the “everyone knows” type. Not developed. 
2 Data of the “everyone knows” type. Minimally developed (i.e., by at least two sentences) 
3 Data that is specific and well-developed of a variety of types. 
to those essays in which an explicit claim was present but not a solution. In this 
instance, writers would explicitly state their claim (e.g., I disagree with BG Yeo’s 
solution because marriage is a matter for couples to decide) but fail to offer a fea- 
sible solution to the problem of declining marriage and birth rates. In contrast, the 
very best essays received a “claim” score of 3 because they either agreed with BG 
Yeo’s proposal, explaining why it was acceptable, or revealed weaknesses in BG 
Yeo’s proposal, offering feasible alternatives. One such alternative recognized the 
existence of the Social Development Unit, a unit set up by the Singapore govern- 
ment in the late 1980’s to organize social activities among graduates to promote 
opportunities for interaction. Other alternatives included offering financial incen- 
tives to those wishing to set up a home, given students’ alternative analysis of the 
cause of late marriage among female graduates, viz. a desire for financial security 
and a home of their own before taking the expensive step of parenthood. Grounds 
were similarly scored in view of the task. See Table 2. 
Grounds receiving the lowest score of 1 consisted of unsupported generaliza- 
tions (undeveloped data of the “everyone knows” type) such as “women in the 
past lacked initiative and were inhibited” in support of matchmaking in the past. A 
score of 2 was given for grounds that drew on quite general, relatively public 
information, which was, however, minimally developed by at least two sentences. 
For instance, one student noted the limited opportunities for interaction with a 
future spouse in support of matchmaking in the past but went on to develop this 
data only minimally. Others made reference to history in a general sort of way to 
support the claim that match-made marriages could work. In contrast, a score of 3 
was given in cases where the student offered specific, well-developed data of a 
variety of types. In these instances, students gave specific, easily verifiable statis- 
tics to support their main claim, e.g., noting that the male: female ratio at NUS is 
1:2.5 to support the reintroduction of matchmaking. Both well-developed logical 
and/or emotional appeals were accepted. One such example of an emotional 
appeal occurred where the writer claimed that matchmaking is an insult to 
women. The grounds then used an analogy about outdated chauvinistic ideas in 
Singapore which often viewed mature men as being like fine wine while mature 
women were viewed as apples--over-ripe, perishable goods. 
The third measure of argument structure, namely warrants, was more difficult 
to measure and to score. Unlike claim and grounds, which are most often given 
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TABLE 3 
Quality of Warrants 
1 Most warrants not reliable because they represent unshared values and opinions for which no 
backing is provided. May include logical fallacies. 
2 Some warrants reliable because they represent shared values or public knowledge. Some distor- 
tion and informal fallacies evident. 
3 Most warrants reliable because they represent shared values or public knowledge. In the case of 
unshared warrants, backing (in the form of data, expert testimony, etc.) is provided. 
explicitly in text, warrants are the implicit assumptions which link the claim to the 
grounds offered in support of that claim. As long as the reader and writer share a 
warrant, little attention is devoted to the warrant. In general, warrants only prove 
to be controversial when statements made by particular writers reveal an underly- 
ing warrant that is unacceptable. Therefore, departing from Connor (1990) who 
rates warrants in terms of explicitness, we decided to rate warrants in terms of 
their reliability. See Table 3. We felt that readers of an argument would perceive 
a warrant as being reliable if they shared the values, opinions or knowledge 
expressed in the warrant. Consider the following example: 
Claim: Ifeel that there is no necessity for female grads to marry “sooner”. 
Grounds: Just as male grads have their right to establish a careerfor themselves, 
so do women. 
Warrant: What’s sauce for the gander is sauce for the goose! 
The warrant in the argument above appeals to our notions of fairness and equality 
of treatment for the two genders. If this value is shared by the readers of the argu- 
ment, then the warrant is likely to be perceived as being reliable. If, on the other 
hand, the warrant is unshared, the arguer will have to provide further backing for 
it (in the form of data, expert testimony, etc.) in order to make the warrant reliable. 
Thus, we gave the highest score of 3 to those texts in which most warrants were 
reliable (because the warrants represent public knowledge/shared values orbecause 
backing is provided in the case of an unshared warrant). A slightly lower score of 
2 was given when only some of the warrants were reliable or when informal fallacies 
were present in the reasoning linking claim to grounds. The lowest score of 1 was 
given to those texts where most of the warrants were unreliable because of a lack 
of shared knowledge, a lack of backing or the presence of logical fallacies. 
FINDINGS 
Essentially, in the first part of the analysis we were looking for the quality of the 
three main components of argument: claim, data and warrant. The results suggest 
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TABLE 4 
Means for Components of Argument Structure 
Argument Components Pre-test Mean’ 
Claim 2.16 (0.79) 
Grounds 1.70 (0.65) 









Notes: ‘Standard deviations are shown in parentheses 
*Significant at 0.025 level of significance. 
that students appear to have come to grips with these components following two 
months of instruction on argumentation. See Table 4. 
The t-test was used to establish the extent of improvement, with a one-tailed 
test being used to establish directionality. Significant results were obtained for 
claim (t = 2.39) grounds (t = 4.64) and warrants (t = 3.35). These results are 
encouraging as they indicate positive trends in the data regarding students’ ability 
to use the components of argumentation with greater effectiveness after instruc- 
tion. In other words, the results of the t-test suggest that students were able to 
effectively transfer their working vocabulary for analyzing/evaluating argument 
structure to their own writing, producing arguments that demonstrated more 
explicit claims, well-developed grounds and more reliable warrants in the post- 
tests. 
EVALUATING INTERPERSONAL IMPACT IN AN ARGUMENT 
Toulmin et al. (1979) suggest that once a reader has determined that the basic 
components of an argument are in place, s/he moves on to consider another issue: 
the persuasive strength of the argument. Crowhurst (1988) suggests that persua- 
sive strategies ought to be judged in the context of the audience to whom the per- 
suasive writing is addressed. While we agree that the persuasiveness of an 
argument demands negotiation between writer and reader, we would suggest that 
context needs to be defined more broadly, as in the working model used in this 
study. See Figure 1. 
The three major components of this model are the arguer, the reader and the 
text, and each of these components affects the persuasive value of an argument. If 
the arguer creates a clear persona with a trustworthy voice, s/he develops credibil- 
ity as an arguer. The arguer also has to adapt to his/her assessment of the reader 
both in terms of the number and type of appeals (rational or emotive) made to his/ 
her audience. Thirdly, the arguer relates to the text and context by adopting a tex- 
tual stance that is unique to argumentation, recognizing the existence of differing 
viewpoints and addressing them as anticipated counter-arguments. This entire tri- 
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Figure 1. Interpersonal Negotiation in Argument 
angle of activity is further overlaid by other relevant contextual factors such as 
historical context and task and discourse context. 
Any evaluation of the persuasiveness of an argument must obviously ask 
whether the argument achieves its goal of gaining the reader’s acceptance of the 
viewpoint offered. Unlike analyses of claim, grounds and warrant, which are pri- 
marily text-based measures, assessment of the persuasiveness of an argument rec- 
ognizes the interpersonal nature of argument. The next section of the paper 
describes the scoring scales for these three interpersonal measures, alongside the 
relevant findings. 
The first of these measures (persona or representation of the self) involves 
arguer credibility, and was judged holistically across the text. Since the topic was 
one that all undergraduates could relate to, this measure essentially examined the 
extent to which the writer situated himself/herself in the discourse. At the lowest 
level, the arguer hides behind a cloak of anonymity, choosing an observer rather 
than participant role in the controversy. However, as females, potential graduates 
or both, students had ripe opportunities to appropriate and develop a clear per- 
sona. A score of 0 therefore reflects a writer who failed to develop a consistent 
and identifiable voice in the discourse. See Table 5. 
TABLE 5 
Persona (Representation of self) 
0 Absence of a distinct voice (no sense of who is talking) 
1 Over-tentative or aggressive voice 
2 Inconsistent or intermittent transmission of voice 
3 Consistent, confident voice (an ability to create a credible indentity using a balanced tone, and 
adequate qualifiers) 
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When the writer shifted into a participant role, the scores were higher. Writers 
who received a score of 1, however, took a defensive voice in the controversy, 
often adopting an “I know best” attitude with a contextually inappropriate failure 
to acknowledge the seriousness of the problem. Or, they became aggressive, 
resorting to name-calling of BG Yeo for his interference in personal issues. 
Scores of 2 were reserved for those texts where writers revealed some recognition 
of the seriousness of concerns regarding declining marriage and birth rates but 
were not able to maintain a consistent voice throughout their writing. The highest 
score of 3 was reserved for those writers who created a credible identity that 
acknowledged the issue through the use of a balanced tone and adequate use of 
qualifiers. 
The second measure of the interpersonal aspect of argumentation, audience 
adaptiveness, documents the relationship between arguer and reader in the type 
and quality of appeal (rational and emotional) used (See Tables 6 and 7). In this 
instance, while the topic certainly lends itself to both rational and emotional 
appeals, the arguer is constrained by two contextual factors: (1) the text is a letter 
to the editor being read presumably by the general public; (2) the letter is a 
response to Brigadier-General Yeo, the Minister of Information and the Arts. In 
the context of Brigadier-General Yeo’s highly charged proposal, the onus fell on 
each student-writer to negotiate the text to a close which persuaded the reader to 
the writer’s viewpoint. All writers included some emotional appeals to values like 
privacy (“it should be up to the couple to decide”) or comments that BG Yeo’s 
TABLE 6 
Audience Adaptiveness: Rational Appeals 
0 No discernable use of rational appeals. 
1 Some rational appeals. Not developed. 
2 Single rational appeal or series of rational appeals, minimally developed (by at least one example 
or a minimum of 2 sentences’ elaboration). 
3 Single extended rational appeal or coherent, well-developed set of rational appeals. 
TABLE 7 
Audience Adaptiveness: Emotional Appeals 
0 No use of emotional appeals 
1 Minimal. lacklustre, inappropriate or over-use of emotional appeals 
2 Adequate use of emotional appeals. 
3 Good use of emotional appeals, concrete language or vivid images. 
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TABLE 8 
Scoring for Stance towards the Discourse of Argumentation 
0 Inability to convey either view adequately. 
1 One-sided discussion-either victim or government’s view entirely. 
2 Ability to see both sides (raise counter-arguments) but not resolve problem. 
3 Ability to see both sides (balanced, integrated viewpoint) and resolve problem. 
intrusion was offensive. Given the general newspaper-reading public to whom the 
response was written, writers, however, also recognized the need for appeals to 
reason. Scoring thus graded the presence and development of both rational and 
emotional appeals. 
The last measure for evaluating the interpersonal impact (stance toward dis- 
course) was contextualized in the scoring for this particular task in terms of the 
unique demands of the discourse of argumentation, viz. the ability to consider 
other viewpoints and rebut or resolve these. See Table 8. 
The lowest score of 0 went to those papers that failed to develop any stance 
adequately. In the context of the writing task used in this study, this meant stu- 
dents were unable to convey the view of the government or the graduate popula- 
tion. Slightly better responses were those that at least developed a single 
viewpoint, either that of the government such as the concern voiced by Brigadier 
General Yeo or the dissatisfied undergraduate. Such papers received a score of 1 
for stance. Scores of 2, in turn, were given to those papers which raised rebuttals 
to BG Yeo’s proposal but which did not offer alternative solutions, thus leaving 
the problem of declining marriage and birthrates unresolved. The top score of 3 
was reserved for those papers which managed to convey both sides of the argu- 
ment and resolve the problem addressed by BG Yeo by offering alternative solu- 
tions (e.g., that the Social Development Unit (SDU) is a better option than 
TABLE 9 
Findings on Interpersonal Measures of Argument 
Interpersonal Aspects of Argument Pre-test Mean’ Post-teat Mean’ t-test 
Persona 1.9 (1.03) 
Audience adaptiveness: 1.57 (0.63) 
use of rational appeals 
Audience adaptiveness: use of emotional 1.47 (0.73) 
appeals 
Stance toward discourse 1.40 (0.93) 
Notes: ‘Standard deviations are shown in parentheses 
*Significant at 0.025 level of significance. 
2.63 (0.76) 3.48* 
2.27 (0.58) 5.93* 
2.17 (0.65) 4.38* 
2.23 (0.89) 3.95* 
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matchmaking) or at least recommending that the problem receive further study to 
ascertain its root cause. 
Results show that in the post-test essays, students appear to be moving towards 
more persuasive texts by developing more distinct persona, using a variety of 
rational and emotional appeals, and clarifying their stance towards the discourse 
(see Table 9). Findings from the t-test analysis show statistically significant 
improvement on all the interpersonal measures of argument at the 0.025 signifi- 
cance level, specifically persona (t = 3.48), use of rational appeals (t = 5.93) use 
of emotional appeals (t = 4. 38) and stance toward discourse (t = 3.95). 
CONCLUSION 
This study began with a need to describe more precisely the improvement course 
instructors detected informally in our students’ argumentation. Both theoretical 
insight and teaching experience informed the decision to focus on two key 
aspects of argumentation, specifically the structural and interpersonal features of 
argumentation. The first aspect was evaluated using three measures, the quality 
of the claim, grounds and warrants used. The second aspect, similarly, was 
assessed using three parameters: persona, audience adaptiveness and stance 
towards discourse. 
The main limitation of this study, as mentioned earlier, is the absence of a con- 
trol group. Nevertheless, the results of the t-test analysis are suggestive of positive 
trends. The analysis of argument structure indicates that students can master a ter- 
minology for argument structure that then informs their writing. Specifically, the 
results of the r-test analysis (see Table 4) suggest that students produce more 
explicit claims, more specific and developed grounds and more reliable warrants 
after instruction. 
As for the interpersonal aspects of argument, only stance received systemati- 
cally explicit teaching: students were constantly reminded of the need to consider 
alternative viewpoints and advance counter-arguments to those viewpoints in cre- 
ating a persuasive argument. Developing an appropriate stance toward argumen- 
tative discourse requires a stepping away from the text to consider alternative 
viewpoints, a strategy which may require considerable maturity of a writer. The 
same is true of the clarity of persona in which the writer must invest in the issue at 
hand, yet develop credibility (as a well-informed, unbiased participant in the dis- 
course) by maintaining a consistent and confident voice. 
Similarly, the two audience adaptiveness measures (rational and emotional 
appeals) are integral in producing conviction, but difficult to master. What we 
found in this study is that while students showed growth in their awareness of 
their role as participant in argumentative discourse and recognized the need to 
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consider alternative viewpoints, they did not seem as yet to be completely aware 
of the effect of choosing to make rational appeals as opposed to emotional appeals 
and vice versa. The next step, therefore, is to consider more closely how we might 
more effectively teach students about the interaction between emotional and ratio- 
nal appeals and about the need to balance the two in order to achieve maximum 
conviction in the reader. 
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APPENDIX 
Sample Pre-test essay 
In response to BG Yeo’s recommendation about the reintroduction of match- 
makers, I, as an undergrad of NUS, feel that the suggestion is very conservative 
and outmoded. Female graduates of today are doubtless career-minded and have a 
modern outlook towards life. The choice to get married lies entirely with the 
respective partners and not the matchmakers who deal with the match. No doubt 
matchmakers may play an important role in bringing together people, yet the deci- 
sion whether to like the other party lies entirely with the person, no matter how 
much influence the matchmakers may have. 
Matchmaking, though it can offer higher possibilities to meeting the right per- 
son, could not possibly be able to accelerate the process of getting female grads to 
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marry early. Moreover, with today’s excellent communication system, getting to 
know new friends is not difficult. There is even a phone dating service, a subsid- 
iary of the traditional SDU. Thus, I feel that “matchmakers of old” may seem 
redundant, and the thought of “matchmaking” the traditional way does not appeal 
to many graduates. 
As regards female graduates who do not plan to settle down early in life, 
matchmaking by “Sam goo lok pars” would not change their views about their 
goals. Instead, the idea might even make the women adhere more steadfastly to 
their views. 
Although matchmaking is one of the ways to widen one’s social circle, I feel 
that there are more room for exploration in the attempt to find means of looking 
for Mr Right. Afterall, the decision to marry lies in the females themselves and not 
the matchmakers. 
The scores received by this text on the seven measures used in the study are 
indicated below: 
Quality of Claim (l-3): 2 
Grounds (l-3): 1 
Warrants (l-3): 1 
Persona (O-3): 2 
Rational appeals (O-3): 1 
Emotional appeals (O-3): 1 
Stance towards argumentative discourse (O-3): 1 
Sample Post-test Essay (by the same student) 
In response to BG Yeo’s claim of matchmakers contributing to the early set- 
tling down of female grads, I feel that the role of matchmakers do not necessarily 
hasten the rate of marriages in female graduates. 
The modem graduates or undergraduates of today are independent people with 
a modem outlook of life, be they female or male. Personally, I would not want to 
have matchmakers (especially those sum goo lok por type) to run my life, espe- 
cially in finding a life partner for me. Matchmaking is seen now as an outdated 
form of meeting new people and this thought of meeting new people through the 
traditional form does not appeal to many of the younger generation of today. 
The form of meeting new people through matchmaking is seen as passe. Mor- 
ever, with the many new and updated forms of widening one’s social circle such 
as organisations like the SDU, the phone-in service offered on TV, one would 
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hardly need the old sum goo lokpor to encourage people to settle down earlier and 
have children. 
Women graduates today, armed now with a recognised degree, may not want 
to settle down and have children so early in life. They are more independent, since 
possessing a job does give them financial freedom to be able to fulfil their own 
needs and desires. One would not want to be tied down with a family and children 
after graduation, but to experience another kind of life-their career. 
Everyone has a different outlook on life, and each knows what they want in 
their life. It is pointless to bring in matchmakers in the hope of getting the gradu- 
ates to marry sooner, since everyone knows what they want out of life. Rather 
than focusing on the use of matchmakers (which does not make it so obvious) the 
use of the media with soft-sell advertisements or economic benefits such as tax 
incentives or even national service/reservist exemptions (targeted at male grads) 
could actually see some results in getting graduates to marry earlier. 
The scores received by this text on the seven measures used in the study are 
indicated below: 
Claim (l-3): 3 
Grounds (l-3): 2 
Warrants (l-3): 2 
Persona (O-3): 3 
Rational appeals (O-3): 2 
Emotional appeals (O-3): 3 
Stance towards argumentative discourse (O-3): 3 
